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Abstract
The Self-Access Centre of the University of Naples "L'Orientale", since its foundation in 
the late 1990's, has been implementing various ways of enhancing autonomy in language 
learning. Students attending the centre are offered a wide range of language learning 
materials as well as personally tailored courses and other resources useful to raise 
awareness and metacognitive reflection.
Although the Self Access Centre (hereafter referred to as SAC) is considered an ideal 
context to develop learner autonomy, we have observed that this learning environment is 
not always used to its fullest potential, and a common student behaviour when visiting 
the Centre is disorientation. Based on a wider and on-going research project, this study 
focuses on encouraging students "to take charge of their own learning" (Holec, 1981, p. 
1) by discussing ways in which they can use the language classroom as a SAC-enabling 
medium. The study presents a support system which is especially designed as a 
scaffolding tool to guide language educators and counsellors in dealing with students who 
find themselves at a loss when visiting the SAC and are not able to take advantage of its 
resources and learning processes.
The University of Naples 'Orientale' is one of the few universities in Italy that is known 
as a 'language university'. This is due to its three-hundred-year old history marked by the 
teaching of humanities and especially languages, considered the foundation subject of the 
institution itself. Due to the presence of many language departments, the SAC at the 
Orientale represents the heart and soul of the University and an important support centre 
for all language educators.
Although it is not possible to offer a complete account of the University's language 
provision, it is perhaps interesting to mention that language courses at the Orientale, as in 
many other universities in Italy, are taught by linguistic collaborators who are responsible 
for the teaching of the general language component of the course, while the professors 
are responsible for the teaching of the cross-cultural and linguistic aspects of the foreign 
language. Based on our experience, the existence of this 'double teaching role', another 
commonality of language teaching in Italian universities, is not always beneficial and it is 
often the result of poor classroom learner-centeredness strategies.
Having said that, in analyzing attitudes towards autonomy, it is within this context that 
the present study aims to investigate how language educators and counsellors can 
promote autonomy by linking the experience of classroom language learning to that 
which occurs within the self-access centre.
However, central to this discussion is the general consensus that although self-access 
centres have been implemented with the aim of promoting students' autonomy, this 
relationship and its effectiveness are still object of debate (Benson, 2001; Cotterall & 
Reinders, 2001; McMurry, Tanner, & Anderson, 2009; Sheerin, 1997). Grounded on the 
broad theoretical framework encompassing the concept of autonomy in language 
learning, this study shares the premise that autonomy in language learning is the result of 
learners' willingness to control learning (Dam, 1990) and of the consequent process of 
autonomisation (Holec, 1981). It is our opinion that this long and gradual process, 
needing constant nurturing and guidance, cannot be started unless learners become aware 
of their role, potential, and responsibility in language learning.
As mentioned earlier, our assumption is that student 'non-readiness' for autonomous 
learning is partially due to the lack of a support system that works within the classroom 
and is further developed and consolidated in the SAC.
Sharing Little's view of autonomy as a "capacity for critical reflection, decision-making 
and independent action", which "entails that the learner will develop a particular kind of 
psychological relation to the process and content of his learning" (Little, 1991, p. 4), this 
support system also works in favour of reinforcing the psychological construct of locus of 
control. This construct, indeed, reflects an individual's explanation for learner success. 
The students' perceived low or high capability of carrying out a task will be linked to 
whether they feel they can succeed. Inevitably, the perception of control of their own 
learning will, in turn, affect motivation and self-esteem, which are two other important 
psychological constructs (Seifert, 2004).
In light of the above, this study seeks to answer the following questions:
1) To what degree are students familiar with the idea of autonomy before coming to 
the SAC?
2) Are students willing to become more autonomous in their learning?
3) What kind of conditions should be implemented in the language classroom to 
prepare students for self-learning?
4) How can students be enabled to take charge of their learning process and use SAC 
resources effectively?
The Survey: Collecting and Analyzing Data on Student-Perceived 
Autonomy
Given that observation and interpretation of self-access behaviours are two of the most 
crucial entry activities conducted by the language counsellors, the first process that was 
implemented was collecting more detailed information about students' approaches to 
autonomy in order to have a clearer idea of existing practices and behaviours. Hence, we 
decided to conduct a survey by using a questionnaire which was administered to a sample 
of 100 Italian students of English as a Foreign Language, aged 19-26, upon entering the 
SAC of the Orientale University from May to June 2012. The items of the questionnaire 
were generated from an ongoing observation of learning habits within the Self-Access 
over a number of years. This observation practice and the above mentioned research 
questions allowed us to identify six aspects which can be considered as indicators of 
attitudes and behaviours towards autonomy before and during self-access work:
1) classroom self-learning habits;
2) motivational drive;
3) selection of resources;
4) use of pathways;
5) use of metacognitive reflection tools;
6) idea of autonomy.
The items on the questionnaire, administered in English, are the result of this initial 
preparation phase. More specifically, items 1, 2 and 3 investigate students' experience of 
self-learning and attribution of responsibility; item 4 of the questionnaire focuses on 
motivation towards the use of the SAC; item 5 investigates use of reflection tools; items 6 
and 7 regard resource selection attitudes and use of learning pathways; item 8 taps into 
student perception of the concept of autonomy. Below is a table summarizing the results 
in terms of percentages.
Table 1. Survey Results
Discussion
Items 1, 2, 3 are aimed at exploring students' exposure to self-learning opportunities and 
attribution of responsibilities. Responses confirm our assumption that more classroom 
preparation work needs to be done in this direction in order to avoid the feeling of loss 
once the students get to the SAC. If they are scarcely involved in the decision making 
processes in class in terms of selection and preferred ways of learning (58%), including 
goal-setting (65% is unsure about who should set goals), it will inevitably take them 
longer to align their study habits with those required by SAC learning.
Item 4 investigates students' motivation to use the SAC. Responses highlight their need 
for extrinsic reinforcement towards the use of SAC facilities that students usually receive 
from teachers or university policies (60%).
Regarding the use of reflection tools, the responses to the two-part item 5a and 5b reveal 
that although students are familiar with most reflection tools (descriptors a-f), they are, 
nevertheless, quite unsure of their purpose (descriptors g-k). This is where we would like 
to see a change in percentages once our support system is implemented. Students should 
be able to choose and make use of learning tools with full awareness and ease.
Item 6 examines the way students choose the resources in the SAC. Data reveal that 65% 
of them rely on help from others (counsellor, other students), while 35% select materials 
randomly or from catalogues.
The 7th item explores the students' familiarity and use of learning plans. The item also 
considered answers from students who have never used a pathway, but would probably 
respond according to one of the given choices. Responses indicate that students clearly 
prefer to ask the language counsellor to prepare a personalised one (65%), rather than 
putting it together by themselves (15%). Also, they do not particularly like the idea of 
choosing one that has already been prepared (20%), which to us means that they are 
probably ready to 'personalise' their learning, but with the help of an expert, at least in the 
initial phase.
Item 8 considers learners' perception of the concept of autonomy. Results show that 
students' awareness of autonomy is mainly connected to visiting the self-access centre 
(39%) and studying outside the language classroom (41%). Lower percentages relate the 
concept of autonomy to study skills (11%) and learning-how-to-learn opportunities (9%).
The data gathered demonstrate that, generally speaking, the major concern of the students 
visiting the SAC is that of improving language competence, and rightly so, but data also 
reveal that there is marginal interest in learning how to learn, even after completion of 
university studies. Indeed, the development of autonomy, which is paramount to the 
nurturing of lifelong learning in general, does not have the same relevance as that of 
language competence, as it is not perceived as a goal but as a means to an end.
There is, however, a positive note to be read in the results and that is the presence of 
curiosity and a particular disposition towards the use of reflection tools and specifically 
the self-assessment grids and learning diaries. These tools seem to be the most popular, 
probably because they are quite common and they are among the first tools that language 
counsellors suggest when students set up a SAC schedule.
The overall view of the situation as outlined by the data mentioned above leads us to 
consider that although not all students are able to take advantage of SAC resources and 
manage a personal plan, there is still great potential to be exploited and it is the objective 
of this research to study ways of harnessing that potential in order to foster self-learning 
skills.
The SAC-Support System
Accentuating student autonomy is our research aim. Indeed, most of our work is intended 
to make the SAC, placed within an appropriate scaffolding system, the natural 
environment that will allow students to become more autonomous.
Data collected from the questionnaire reveal that the necessity to create even a moderate 
level of self-study skills in the students before approaching autonomous learning in self-
access centres is probably not always a priority on the part of educators. Thus, we 
responded accordingly by creating the SAC-Support System designed to gradually lead 
students towards increasing autonomy. The System is the result of a long and 
collaborative effort between linguistic collaborators and SAC counsellors and, although it 
is still in its experimental stages, our intention is to give it a wider resonance by 
presenting here, as we consider it to be beneficial to its development if the vision 
underlying the idea is shared with others.
The System comprises of three main phases and a built-in Action Plan, as explained in 
the following sections and shown in Figure 1.
Figure 1. The SAC-Support System
Phase 1 - Pre-Access: Setting up a support system
The students' first approach to autonomy should take place in the language classroom. 
During this phase the linguistic collaborator works alongside the SAC counsellor and 
familiarises with the resources available in the SAC.
As stated above, being an autonomous learner does not happen overnight and it does not 
happen alone and this is one of the reasons why the linguistic collaborators have a very 
important role in this process that extends well beyond the perimeter of the classroom 
walls. According to Benson (2001), when the teacher, in our case the linguistic 
collaborator, takes on the role of facilitator, he/she is providing student support in 
carrying out independent language learning by such means as needs analysis, objectives 
setting, material selection and self-evaluation processes.
The Pre-Access Phase is focused on the joint effort of the linguistic collaborator and the 
SAC counsellor. The former is encouraged to integrate SAC-like activities in the 
classroom curriculum and introduce the underlying concepts to the students. Simply 
advising students to use the SAC, as we have argued above, is not likely to produce 
positive results in self-study habits. SAC-like activities, designed to bridge the gap 
between the two learning environments, are summarised in the Learning Action Plan 
(LAP) in Table 2.
Table 2. Learning Action Plan (LAP)
So far, we have described a system that was designed with a twofold purpose in mind: 1) 
to ease the student's journey towards autonomy and 2) to bridge the gap between 
classroom and SAC facilities. We are aware, however, that the guidance must never be 
overpowering and should not limit student independence in terms of choice and style of 
learning. However, as autonomy means freedom to learn and not freedom to make 
uninformed decisions, it is the implementation of the second phase of the system, the 
Access Phase, that safeguards student independence and guides them towards operational 
and effective actions. Here we report our experience in accentuating this independence 
while providing specific pathways that are general enough to accommodate diverse 
learning needs, but contain that crucial element of choice.
Phase 2 - Access: The language counsellor and learning pathways
Undoubtedly, the 'core learning' of autonomy takes place in the SAC during what we 
have defined as the Access Phase. During this phase learners reflect upon needs, 
objectives, learning styles and strategies through a series of questionnaires, checklists, 
grids, diaries and interviews with the counsellor, and it is with the use of these extension 
activities that the connection between the SAC and the classroom is activated. We believe 
that classroom preparation will make a difference and our expectation is to witness a 
more flexible use of pathways on the part of the students who should be able to make 
autonomous choices as well as adaptations.
The predominant aspect of this phase, however, is definitely pathway selection and 
design. The language counsellor guides and supports students through face-to-face 
counselling sessions, and this guidance acts as a stepping stone towards making the right 
choice and guaranteeing the opportunity to opt for pre-designed model pathways, 
personalised ones created jointly with the language counsellor or independently created 
pathways. It is our experience, however, that for the reasons given at the beginning of this 
study, most first time SAC users generally choose model pathways.
For those choosing a complete programme of study previously designed by the language 
counsellor, an evaluation grid establishes their entry level, which ranges from levels A1 
to C1 of the Common European Framework of Reference. Each pathway presents 
different kinds of resources: audio and video materials, CDs and DVDs, selections of 
websites, books and worksheets.
The second kind of programme is dedicated to students who are either first-time SAC 
users or have completed their model pathway and are ready to fine-tune their learning 
through a personalised plan. The language counsellor holds an interview with the student 
and designs a profile identifying level of competence, needs, objectives and learning 
styles, suggesting the most appropriate programme of study. Students register their 
pathway in a learner diary where they report activities, resources used, comments and 
evaluations and periodically revise the pathways together with the counsellor.
The third kind of pathway is fully self-directed and it is usually chosen by those students 
who feel they are ready and capable of creating their own learning plan. This choice is 
also open to those returning students who would like to continue their language practice. 
The SAC provides guidance in:
• self-assessing the level of competence in the foreign language;
• analysing needs;
• discovering and reflecting upon learning style, strategies and preferred modalities;
• defining objectives;
• selecting learning resources and activities;
• planning the pathway according to time, rhythm and pace;
• choosing appropriate evaluation resources;
• using a learning organiser/diary;
• reflecting on the outcomes.
The three kinds of pathways outlined above are created according to the student's degree 
of autonomy upon entry, and this organisation corresponds to the distinction between 
self-instruction, self-direction and autonomy drawn by Dickinson (1987). In other words, 
what we have so far described and briefly outlined below, is how pathways monitor 
student progress from counsellor-dependent use to independent use:
1. using a SAC pre-built pathway = students find themselves in a situation of 'self-
instruction'; they are not ready to take on responsibility in decision-making processes; 
they are indirectly guided by the teacher/counsellor;
2. using a personalised counsellor-guided pathway = students find themselves in the 
context of 'self-direction'; they accept responsibility for the decisions concerned with 
their learning but in conjunction with the counsellor;
3. using a personally constructed pathway = students put into practice all the 
decisions about learning independently and work in a situation of 'autonomy', which, 
in this case, means planning and carrying out a personal pathway of study.
The pathways are further implemented by offering an online component. The 
development of online learning strategies, is, indeed, one of the key actions implement at 
the Orientale SAC in order to give students not only greater faculty of choice but also 
increased opportunity to learn a language taking advantage of multimedia and interactive 
web resources. Although we do not have the opportunity here to describe the digital 
version of pathway design and delivery, Figure 2 is an example of our pathway designer 
webpage.
Figure 2. Web-based English Learning Pathway
Phase 3 - Post-Access: sustaining language learning in a lifelong learning perspective
The effectiveness of our regular SAC activities reported above needs to be validated by 
actual results, outcomes and further practice. If we are to encourage our university 
students to continue visiting the SAC, even after they have completed their main 
pathways related to their language courses, we need to understand if the system is viable 
and therefore sustainable. The Post-Access Phase has been designed to collect results and 
diagnose strengths and weaknesses of the System. Again, space here is an issue, and we 
can only briefly describe this third phase, also because it is still in its early stages of 
implementation.
The process of fostering autonomy is never smooth. There are stops and halts along the 
way and the challenge to create a strongly linked SAC-classroom relationship will 
sometimes seem impossible to achieve. In this study we have argued that, ideally, 
autonomy begins in the classroom and extends to the SAC, as the opportunities to 
effectively use SAC facilities are introduced via the curriculum in the form of extension 
activities. We have equally argued how crucial it is to encourage the linguistic 
collaborator to interface effectively with the SAC staff. However, the biggest challenge is 
assessing the extent of its impact factor on student improvement of language performance 
and the degree of achieved autonomy.
Although significant results and signs of actual change can only be evaluated upon 
completion of our three-phase cycle, we suggest that the system can be 'put to the test' at 
three different times and can produce three different types of results. As this is a 
collaborative effort, the evaluation framework will only work if all stakeholders of the 
system cooperate, each in its own area of expertise:
Table 3. Evaluation Framework
By observing the table above, it is evident that the idea underlying the Post-Access Phase 
is to engage the learners in the activities in such a way as to exploit their prior experience 
and to provide opportunities for a lifelong sustainability of independent language 
learning.
Conclusions
This chapter has argued that the majority of the students attending SAC facilities are 
usually not ready for learner autonomy. However, this does not mean that development of 
autonomy is impossible and, to this end, we have provided a dynamic model of support, 
designed and implemented with the involvement of linguistic collaborators and SAC 
counsellors.
It is our opinion that our study has confirmed the paradox mentioned by Sheerin (1997) 
that "all learners need to be prepared and supported on the path to greater autonomy by 
teachers" and, in our case, by counsellors. We have shown that the SAC-Support System, 
because it is a system, economises on and combines the efforts of linguistic collaborators 
and SAC experts in guiding students toward more self-directed modes of learning by 
moving along the continuum from dependence to autonomy (Mariani, 1997).
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